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Current ©pinion. 



THE LETTERS OF THE GERMAN EMPEROR AND OF PROFESSOR 
HARNACK IN "THE BABEL AND BIBLE" DISCUSSION. 

The controversy over Friedrich Delitzsch's two lectures on "Babel 
and Bible" has elicited valuable discussion from eminent scholars and 
prominent church leaders in Germany. So much misapprehension 
arose concerning Dr. Delitzsch's meaning and the bearing of his 
opinions upon general theological problems that Emperor William 
published a letter expressing his own ideas as to the standpoint and 
the effect of the lectures. The more important paragraphs of the 
emperor's letter may be here quoted : 

I have no manner of doubt that God continuously reveals himself in the 
human race created by him in his own image. He breathed into man's nostrils 
his own breath ; that is, he gave man a piece of himself, a soul. With 
fatherly love and interest he followed the progress of the human race, and, 
in order to lead it upward and onward, he "reveals" himself now in this, 
now in that great and wise man, be he priest or king, be he pagan, Jew, or 
Christian. Hammurabi was one, Moses, Abraham, Homer, Charles the Great, 
Luther, Shakespeare, Goethe, Kant, Emperor William the Great. These he 
sought out and vouchsafed to them his grace, in order that in accordance 
with his will they might achieve glorious and imperishable deeds for their 
people in the spiritual as well as in the physical sphere. The works of great 
minds are the gift of God to the nations, so that by their means they can 
advance their civilization and penetrate farther into the intricacies of the 
unknown. God "reveals" himself to each nation severally in a different 
fashion, according to its position and the stage of its civilization, and this he 
is still doing. For as we are for the most part overwhelmed by the grandeur 
and might of this glorious universe, and when we contemplate it wonder at 
the greatness of God revealed in it, just as surely may we admiringly and 
gratefully recognize the glory of the revelation of God in every truly grand and 
glorious deed performed by an individual or by a nation. His working on us 
and among us is direct. 

The second sort of revelation, the more religious one, is that which leads 
to the appearance of our Lord. This is introduced from the time of Abraham 
onward, slowly but clearly recognizable, with infinite wisdom and knowledge, 
or else mankind would have been lost. And then begins its most marvelous 
working, the revelation of God. The race of Abraham and the nation derived 
from it regard the belief in one God with inflexible consistency as the holiest 
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of all things, and that they must love and cherish that belief. They were 
disintegrated by the Egyptian bondage, but Moses welded the fragments 
together a second time, and strove to preserve their monotheism. The nation 
was restored by the direct interference of God. And so it goes on through 
the ages until the Messiah, announced and indicated by the prophets and 
psalmists, at length appears. The greatest revelation of God in the world ! 
For he appeared in the Son himself; Christ is God; God in human form. 
He redeemed us, he inspires us, he attracts us to follow him, his ardor burns 
within us, his company strengthens us, his displeasure annihilates us, but his 
intercession saves us. Sure of victory, relying only on his word, we endure 
toil, scorn, misery, poverty, and death, for in him we have the revealed word 
of God. 

This letter of Emperor William called out from Professor Adolf 
Harnack, the greatest historical theologian of Germany, an article 
which appeared in the Preussische Jahrbucher. Dr. Harnack endeavors 
to mediate in a way between Professor Delitzsch and the emperor ; and 
in addition he expresses his own judgment concerning the controversy 
which has arisen. We quote from this article also : 

From the point of view of scholars there was, indeed, no real controversy. 
It has long been known that a portion of the myths and legends of the Old 
Testament, together with important elements of ancient Israelitish civiliza- 
tion, had their origin in Babylon. It was equally beyond question that this 
fact is fatal to the current notion of the inspiration of the Old Testament. 
For the refutation of this belief there was no need of reference to Babylon ; 
a hundred other observed facts had contributed to destroy it. 

But the knowledge of these facts had not become common property. 
However, the theologians cannot be held to blame for this. They had done 
their duty toward spreading the information in books and pamphlets and 
lectures. Our Germans literature points with pride to a work of such emi- 
nence as Wellhausen's History of Israel ; it appeals to all educated people 
and is classic in form and content. And beside it stand a half-dozen other 
excellent works, each of which gives full and accessible information regarding 
Old Testament literature and history. But church and school have been in 
league to suppress this knowledge by excluding it from their domain. And, 
indeed, they are not alone to blame. Indolence and fear have done their 
share. 

All evangelical Christians will frankly and joyfully agree with the final 
sentence of the emperor's letter: "Religion was never the result of science, 
but an overflow of the heart and being of man from his intercourse with 
God." Theology subscribes to this proposition; it knows right well that it 
does not work creatively, but merely tries to follow reverently in thought 
something that already is. Not less will be the general accord with the 
emperor's conviction that religion must have forms, so that we may explain 
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ourselves and give mutual instruction; but that these forms cannot be imper- 
ishable. I think that even Professor Delitzsch has attained the capital 
feature of his purposes in the concession that the customary forms of the 
current school traditions regarding the Old Testament are in urgent need of 
change. 

But questions and disputes will arise chiefly in connection with two con- 
victions expressed by the emperor: the theory of a two-fold revelation, and 
the divinity of Christ. And the two are closely connected. 

The difference between faith and science in connection with religion 
becomes clear immediately on the mention of the word " revelation." 
Science in the strictest sense cannot admit the notion at all, finding it too 
transcendental. On the other hand, faith cannot permit itself to be deprived 
of revelation. But in the course of development there has been an approach 
between the two sides. Aside from the reverent contemplation of the uni- 
verse, the evangelical faith has ceased to recognize revelation through any 
mediums but persons. The whole lower series of alleged revelations has 
been put aside. There are no revelations by means of things. The 
emperor's letter also takes this ground the revelations of God in his humanity 
are persons, especially great persons. Now, in so far as great personages 
have their mystery even for science in their individuality and power, in so far 
harmony is established between faith and science. But the recognition by 
myself and others of these personages as revelations of God is an act of 
subjective experience which no science can either create or prevent. 

But upon this common ground the emperor's letter distinguishes two sorts 
of revelation : a general one, and a peculiarly religious one. There is a great 
element of strength in this distinction, for it brings out vigorously the fact 
that there is no more serious concern for man than his relation to God, and 
that everything is dependent on this relationship. But, on the other hand, 
the thinking mind cannot possibly repose in the assumption of two revela- 
tions running, as it were, parallel with each other, and the imperial letter has 
given utterance to this observation by putting Abraham into both categories. 
Accordingly there cannot be two revelations — for religion, moral force, and 
knowledge stand in most intimate union — but one revelation, the bearers of 
which were, and still are, very different in nature and greatness, calling and 
function. If Jesus Christ loses nothing of his individuality and uniqueness 
when he is placed in the series with Moses, Isaiah, and the psalmists, neither 
does he suffer by the comparison when we see him in the line with Socrates 
and Plato and the others who are mentioned in the emperor's letter. The 
religious conception of history must in the last analysis be one and the same : 
it must be mankind led forth by God out of the state of primitive nature, out 
of error and sin, and saved and brought into the estate of the children of 
God. Here, however, we make reservation of the fact that the divine history 
finds its specific line in ancient times in Israel. 

The Christian church must reject every estimate of Christ which ignores 
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the difference between him and other masters. He himself, his disciples, and 
the history of the world have spoken so distinctly on this point that there 
should be no room for doubt, and he still speaks to us in his word as distinctly 
as to his disciples of old. But it may and must be questioned whether the 
inflexible formula "divinity of Christ" is the correct one. He himself never 
used it, but chose other designations, and it is at least very doubtful whether 
any of his disciples ever uttered it. And the early church, too, did not speak 
directly of the divinity of Christ, but always of his divinity and humanity. 
" God-man," therefore, is the only correct formula even in the intent of the 
ancient dogma. In this phrase we have almost restored the mystery which 
according to the will of Christ himself was to remain in this matter. He 
made no secret of the fact that he was the Lord and Savior, and his dis- 
ciples were expected to observe and experience the fact in his words and 
deeds. But how his relation to the Father arose he withheld from us and 
kept to himself. In my historical opinion, therefore, and according to my 
feeling in the matter, even the formula "man and God" (God-man-hood) is 
not beyond criticism, inasmuch as it has already begun to intrude upon a 
mystery into which we are not permitted to look. 

But the formula may be allowed to stand, because at bottom it does not 
pretend to explain anything, but only protects the extraordinary from profa- 
nation, just as does the expression " Son of God." The Pauline expression 
"God was in Christ" seems to me to be the last word that we are permitted 
to speak in this matter, now that we have liberated ourselves slowly and pain- 
fully from the erroneous notion of ancient philosophers that we can penetrate 
the mysteries of God and nature, humanity and history. 

"If ye love me, keep my commandments;" "In this shall everyone 
recognize that ye are my disciples, that ye love one another" — it is more 
important to meditate upon these words and try to live up to them than to 
put the incomprehensible and the venerable into formulas. The time is com- 
ing, and even now is near, when evangelical Christians will join hands 
sincerely in the confession of Jesus Christ as their Master and in the deter- 
mination to follow his words, and our Catholic brethren will then be obliged 
to join with us to the same end. The burden of a long history of misunder- 
standings, of formulas that bristle like swords, of tears and blood, weighs 
upon us ; but in it there is also preserved to us a precious inheritance. The 
two seem to be united inextricably, but nevertheless they are gradually sepa- 
rating, although the " Let there be light" has not yet been spoken across this 
chaos. Frankness and courage, honesty with ourselves, freedom and love — 
these are the levers which will lift the burden. And the emperor's letter also 
is intended to aid in this lofty undertaking. 



